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INTRODUCTION 
 

During my work as light technician I observed how people used lighting for their performances. I noticed 

that only in a very few cases the performers had given much thought to their lighting. The main lighting 

concern of everybody stayed within their general visibility on stage as the only function of the lights.  

A performer on stage is aware of his own body in relation to space, the internal sensation of his movements, 

and the music if he/she makes use of it. Thanks to this awareness the performer is able to react on the same 

sensations the audience feels. Especially music is a big factor in that and I observe as a result of that how 

much more thought is given into the audio of an act. Like music, lighting can set the mood for the 

performance and strongly influence audience perception. Music is, different to the lighting, not only 

perceived by the audience but as well by the performer and helping him to feel the mood given by the 

music the same way the audience does. Theatres have monitors to bring the sound to the performer on 

stage as well as to the audience. The sound quality is different through the monitors compared to the 

speaker system aimed for the auditorium. Looking at the lighting there is a lack of similar technology as in 

“light monitoring”. 

The mood set by the lighting for the audience stays invisible to the performer on stage. He is able to see 

where the light hits the stage, is unable though to perceive the whole composition. It is that composition 

though which has a huge effect for the audience and changes their perception of the performance.  

There are more invisible aspects of a performance that stay hidden to the performer without outside eyes. 

These aspects are for example the composition of the piece and the movements of the performer or the 

theatrical effect the performance creates in the audience. These invisible aspects play a big role for the 

audiences’ perception of the performance. As a performer we can work around the invisibility by creating 

an awareness of these aspects and by gaining knowledge about their functions and effects.   

A school like Codarts is supporting this with theatre and composition classes in the curriculum as well as 

through events like “circus time” which is a platform to receive feedback on performances. With access to 

this research the students can gain an insight into lighting and its functions to fill those blind spots as well. 

Myself, I am a soon to be professional circus artist, following the Bachelor program of Codarts Circus Arts 

in Rotterdam. During the 4-year course I gained experience in light engineering by volunteering as light 

technician for some privately organised events like the Poortgebouw Open Stage and started to do the 

lights for many school performances like showings of personal projects etc. 

With this paper I want to create awareness towards the aspect of lighting in the field of circus and give 

some knowledge about the functions and effects that are possible to create with light. These functions and 

effects go beyond general visibility on stage and will hopefully create a bigger understanding of lighting and 

how we can use it as an artistic tool to support an act, creating a total experience for the audience. One 

does not need to be a light designer or technician to give some thought to lighting, same as we do not need 

to be musicians to make use of music in our acts. However, having a basic knowledge of music helps us 

understand how we can use music for our own purposes and makes communication with professional 

musicians for collaborations easier. The same goes for the lighting of a performance. 
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By gaining knowledge about something our awareness of it increases. Therefore, I asked what is important 

for a circus artist to know about lighting. With the acquired answers I wanted to be able to create a 

handbook, to bring the required knowledge into the hands of the circus artist. 

Working in the professional field, a circus performer will have to be able to communicate his ideas and 

visions to the professional light technician of the theatre he is performing in. One of the first contacts with 

such a professional is for many artists their graduation. The knowledge in this paper will prepare them for 

those encounters and is mainly directed at students of professional circus/performance schools. I mainly 

focused on performances taking place in theatres, though much of the information is universal and stays 

valid outside of theatres. 
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TERMINOLOGY 
 

During my initial research for this paper I came across multiple sources like Max Keller’s “Faszination Licht” 

or “Scene Design and Stage Lighting” by Harvey K. Smith and W. Oren Parker. The literature I found 

concerning the topic of stage lighting was mainly directed to light technicians and designers. I realised that 

for circus artists those books contain a lot of irrelevant information. It is important to make a difference 

between the job of the circus artist and the light technician as well as light designer. 

• The light technician is the person operating the light desk during the performance and installing 

and focussing the different light fixtures beforehand. 

• Light designers play a more creative role and design atmospheres and other effects with the tools 

lighting can offer according to the wishes and requests of the circus artists as well as own proposals 

towards the performance piece and available hardware. 

• The circus artist, as the main creator behind the piece, must know what he wants his piece to look 

like and what he wants to create and achieve with it.  

The borders between the different jobs are not fixed but can be fluent and don’t necessarily represent 

different people. A basic knowledge about lighting and its possibilities can make the artists communication 

with both the technician and designer easier and more efficient.  

The existing literature goes far beyond this basic knowledge and its extent becomes deterrent for circus 

artist to work through. To filter out the relevant information for circus artists from the knowledge designed 

light designers and technicians takes time circus artist often don’t have during their studies in circus schools 

and academies.  This paper condenses the pool of information and makes the topic more accessible for 

circus students. 

During this paper I will repeatedly talk about “light”. Unless stated differently, this term always concerns 

stage light in context of this work. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 

For my research I use questionnaires and interviews to find out which knowledge is relevant for circus artists 

to have about lighting. After this first step I moved on to collect this knowledge by filtering through the 

existing literature concerning the topics of light and stage design, as well as scenography. The results are 

compiled into this handbook. Additionally, I had a look at how different artists worked with lighting ideas 

during their creations to propose a methodology of how to integrate the lighting into the creation.   

 

I created the questionnaire for 3 different groups of people to get a research result from multiple 

perspectives. My research groups were: 

 

• circus artists that have done a professional circus degree course who used lighting in 

their acts as theatrical tools, 

• professional light technicians/designers that have experience in working with circus 

artists, 

• and artists from other mediums than performance art that use lighting in one way or 

the other. 

 

The questions I was interested in were the following: 

 

Questions for circus artist: 

1. How did your communication with the light technician go?  

2. Which role did lighting play in the concept of your performance?  

3. How did you develop your lighting plan?  

4. Which lights did you use and why?  

5. How did the lighting enhance your performance?  

6. At which point of your creation did you start considering the lighting?  

7. What inspired you to use the lighting as an artistic tool? 

 

Questions for light technicians and designers: 

1. How should a good lighting plan look?  

2. What kind of lights does a basic theatre set up consist of?  
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3. What are the characteristics of those lights?  

4. What does an artist need to be aware of when working with lights?  

5. How should an artist prepare himself before coming into the theatre and meeting the light designer 

and technician?  

6. As what kind of tools can light be used?  

7. What is the job of the artist, and what is the job of the light designer?  

8. What to be aware of when using coloured light? 

 

Questions concerning lighting in other mediums: 

1. What role plays lighting in your medium?  

2. How do you use lighting in your work?  

3. What effects can you create using different lighting?  

4. How do you use colour in your work? 

 

I sent out the questionnaires on the 23rd of September 2017 vie E-mail and accepted answers for my 

research until the end of November 2017 

In addition to the questionnaire I conducted more detailed verbal interviews with two circus artists 

(Gabriele Manca and Naomi Bratthammer) and a light technician/designer (Edwin van Steenbergen). 

Gabriele Manca and Naomi Bratthammer both graduated from Codarts Circus Arts and used lighting 

consciously in the creation of their graduation acts. I used the interviews to talk with them about the 

progress of those creations and went deeper into the different approaches to lighting they used.  

Edwin van Steenbergen has a lot of experience with circus performers and is as well involved as light 

technician in the graduation performances of Codarts Circus Arts. Next to the questions of the questionnaire 

I was very interested into his ideas and opinions towards what an ongoing performer should know about 

lighting. 

 

With the results of the questionnaires and interviews I could structure my literary research and filter the 

important information for circus artists from what should be left to the light technicians and designers. 
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INTERPRETATION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRES FOR CIRCUS 
ARTISTS 
 

Questions for circus artists: 
 

1. How did your communication with the light technician go? 

In general people reported about good communication during their work with light technicians. 

Most of the performers described to have worked out the lighting plan together with their 

technician by sharing their ideas about the performance. Effectively the light technician also had a 

big role as the light designer. It got stated in the answers that especially by recreating a light design 

a very clear lighting plan and a basic know how concerning basic lighting tools are the most useful 

in keeping rehearsal time efficient.  

2. Which role did lighting play in the concept of your performance? 

Throughout the different performances a few main functions and problems got clear. Lighting was 

repeatedly used to enhance or to create atmosphere on stage by using different lighting effects. 

Lighting got used to frame the stage and action, as well as to define and to transform the space 

from a simple stage into a forest or more abstract locations. Hereby it played a big role as 

scenography tool.  

3. How did you develop your lighting plan? 

As I described already in question 1 most light designs were developed together with a light 

technician/designer. Throughout this progress the key points of the performances were identified 

to enhance them by creating an atmosphere and/or scenography. (see question 2) 

4. Which lights did you use and why? 

People used a variety of lights. Coherently used throughout almost all the acts were PARs, PCs, 

Profiles and LEDs. As special effects Gels and Gobos came to use. The effects described in question 

2 were achieved using coloured light as well as directional light from different directions.  

5. How did the lighting enhance your performance? 

The answers were similar to question 2. By adding atmosphere, creating scenography and framing 

the action and stage. 

6. At which point of your creation did you start considering your lighting? 

A few different creating approaches came across in these answers. Some people only considered 

their lighting when all the other work was done, for others it played a role from beginning on. Even 

though they were not necessarily able to create with the lights, the lighting was present during the 

creation as a vision.  

7. What inspired you to use the lighting as an artistic tool? 

In general, there was no clear motivation behind it. The use of lights partially came out of a need 

to visualize the artistic concept, partially out of the availability to use lights. “Lighting was another 

resource and technique which was available for the performance.” (Morales, 2017) 
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EXPERIENCING PERFORMANCE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Every individual will experience a performance differently. The experiences we make with our senses during 

a performance, so what we see, hear, smell, the location, etc. is being interpret by our brain. This 

interpretation of our senses is based upon earlier experiences we made in life. This in an unconscious 

process that we have no control over. Someone will experience a performance in one way and it makes him 

feel happy while someone else will feel anxious cause some factor of what he is experiencing triggers an 

unconscious memory which is connected to anxiety. There are some factors though that are not only 

influenced by individual experiences but are shaped by society and its values as well as evolutionary factors. 

The interaction of all these different factors, experiences and interpretations forms the way that we 

experience a performance. We can separate most of them into 3 different categories: 

 

• Auditory 

o Everything we hear during a performance from the music to the coughing of the person 

next to you, influenced by the acoustics of the space. 

 

• Action 

o The actions happening on stage/the performance space. For Circus the actions taken by 

the performer/s and his/her movements and the quality of those movements. 

 

• Visually/Lighting 

o The play between what we can and cannot see of the action, as well as the kind of light it 

is being placed in. 

 

This categorization is very rough and doesn’t contain all aspects of performance but the most important 

ones concerning performances on stage. By categorizing I want to bring awareness to the different aspects 

that can influence a performance. When being aware of them we can use this knowledge to manipulate the 

audience to bring a certain message across and shape their experience of the performance. In this paper I 

want to give attention to the last category of “Visually/Lighting”. 

This chapter will talk about the 5 main principles of lighting. 

Laws of attraction -> Speed & Contrast 

How we see colour -> Colour & Atmosphere 

A thousand suns -> Direction of light 
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LAWS OF ATTRACTION 
 

There are things that we experience consciously and others that can change our total perception without 

us being aware of what is causing it. To understand how we experience performance we need to know how 

our eyes, and our brain react to different ways of stimulation. Our senses are constantly flooded with 

information and unconsciously our brain filters what of those information is important and where we focus 

on. Things that don’t quite fit in to the total image draw our attention. A single bright spot on a dark stage 

attracts our eyes a lot. The same thing applies the other way around with a dark shadow on an otherwise 

perfectly lit stage. The factor causing this attraction is contrast. This doesn’t only apply to dark and bright 

but as well to colours or loud and silent sounds or music but as well to contrast between two scenes. Cutting 

between two very different scenes immediately emphasizes the contrast a lot and we experience the 

change very consciously. Fading slowly between the two as a softer change follows a gradient and we don’t 

experience the contrast between scene A and B as consciously and our focus can stay on the action for 

example. 

Contrast in combination with speed is a big aspect in our perception of performance and plays a big role in 

all 3 of the previously mentioned categories. It manipulates what we get attracted by and influences our 

experience. It can trigger us to look certain directions and can make changes invisible to our consciousness.   

 

 

HOW WE SEE COLOUR 
 

Next to contrast which has mostly to do with intensity, colour can influence our experience of performances 

a lot. What we see as white light consists out of all the colours of the light spectrum. When we see a 

rainbow, it is the water particles in the air splitting up the light coming from the sun and reflecting it into 

our eyes making us see the rainbow. Different colours have different wavelengths. For the human eye 

visible is only a small part of the whole light spectrum reaching from roughly 380 Nanometres (Purple) to 

750 nm (Red). 
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(Assignementexpert, 2014) 

 

On the Retina of the human eye are light sensitive cells of different kinds (rods and cones) specialised for 

different ranges of the light spectrum. While the rods are specialised for low light situations and mainly 

transmit black and white information, the cones enable us to see colour. There are three different kinds of 

cones for the long medium and short wavelengths of the visible light spectrum. In colour that means red, 

green and blue. When we see yellow for example both the red and green cones get stimulated. Our brain 

interprets that signal then as yellow. The other way around that means, that we only need red, green and 

blue to simulate all the visible light spectrum. LED lamps and LCD displays function this way. If you see 

something yellow (600nm) on your phone screen it is just green and red lights that your brain interprets as 

yellow cause your cones get stimulated in the same way as yellow light would do.  
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(Keiner) 

 

Colour plays a big role in our lives and certain colours can make us feel in different ways. Many animals use 

colour to camouflage themselves or to signalise to others that they are a thread. Different researchers and 

scientists tried to compile a list of unconscious colour interpretations for humans. These lists can be 

different depending on the cultural background someone grew up in and are certainly no scientific facts. As 

artists we can use these lists of suggestions as a guideline for colour interpretation. Blue light certainly 

makes us feel different than red light. W. Oren Parker and Harvey K. Smith describe colour experience and 

the psychological effect of colour in their book “Scene Design and Stage Lighting” as the following: 

 

o Yellow: Radiant, light giving, golden, saintly; In light values near white, virginal. 

 

o Orange: Festive, earthy peasant colours, neutral shades, nature in the fall. 

 

o Red: Active, passionate, full of inner warmth, fiery, strong, forceful. 

 

o Violet: Royal, piety, deeper shades, shadows, terror, chaos, a reddening colour. 
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o Blue: Passive, receding, deep, cool, purity, icy tints. 

 

o Green: Tranquillity, compassion, nature in the spring and summer. 

(Smith & Parker, 1979) 

 

Due to those psychological effects of colour it has a lot of influence for the atmosphere of a scene. Different 

coloured lights can give us the experience of being outside or can give us a view into the emotions of the 

characters on stage. A romantic scene for example can feel stronger when tinted in a red/warm 

atmosphere. The same scene under blue lights would get a very different atmosphere and our experience 

would feel very different. 

 

A THOUSAND SUNS 
 

During the day there is usually one main source of light; the sun. It enables us to see and to be seen. In a 

theatre environment we can make use of multiple suns out of multiple directions and with different 

intensities. Next to colour it is a big influential factor in creating an atmosphere and in storytelling. It is 

important to be aware that multidirectional lighting differs from our daily experiences with the sun. Lights 

from different directions will also cast shadows falling into different directions. This gets very important 

when trying to stage an outside scene. Multiple shadows don’t fit with our experience of the outside and 

we will most likely experience the scene as slightly off.  

 

Summarising what has been said about experiencing performance we can categorize the different factors 

into 5 categories: 

 

 

• Time/Speed 

• Direction 

• Intensity/Contrast 

• Colour 

• Atmosphere 

 

These categories stay in relation to each other and only together form what we experience from a 

visually/lighting point of view. The categories enable us to have a better understanding of how it is possible 

manipulate and shape our experience of a performance. We can see them as tools of the artist. With the 

understanding of how we experience a performance, through all our senses, consciously and unconsciously, 
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and what feelings and sensations it evokes in us, the artist or creator finds expression in his work. This 

knowledge enables him to use and create his own tools to shape the way his performance will be 

experienced by his/her audience. As with any tools it takes training and experience for mastery. This guide 

is merely there to give you a hint of the possibilities to conduct your own research and to prepare you for 

your first contacts with professional light technicians once entering the professional field. 
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TECHNOLOGY 
 

Introduction 
 

The technology in lighting is constantly moving forwards with new and better inventions that are getting 

more and more versatile. Throughout history light played not only a big role for performances but also for 

the people. “Light was worshipped and represented a of life over death and darkness, yet it is the active 

interface between light and darkness that allows this role to be created.” (Palmer & Popat, 2010) 

Coming from understanding performance, I want to use this chapter to have a look at the light sources 

commonly used in theatres themselves. Starting with different types of floodlights and spotlights I will 

continue with special effects that change the light itself. The chapter will be rounded off by the different 

effects warm and cold lights have before going further into creating with light in the following chapter. 

 

Different lamps 
 
All lights used in theatres can roughly be categorized into 2 separate groups of floodlights and spotlights. 

While spotlights control and focus the light beam, floodlights are used to lighten a much wider field. 

 

FLOODLIGHTS 
 

• PAR lights 

Parabolic Aluminized Reflector lights or PARs are commonly used to widely spread light over the stage. 

Their diffused light beam has an oval shape with soft edges avoiding hard shadows. In theatres they often 

find application as top, side and backlights.  

 

• Strip lights 

Strip lights are light fixtures usually containing multiple bulbs arranged along the length of the fixture. The 

distribute an even lighting over a big surface due to its arrangement of lights. These attributes make them 

very viable for lighting the cyclorama/backdrop of the stage.  

 

• LED stage lights 

Technological advancement brought LED lights into the theatres. Those lamps use light emitting diodes of 

usually 3 different colours. With red, green and blue diodes LED lamps are theoretically able to create all 

the colours of the visible light spectrum without having to use gels to influence the colour. 
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SPOTLIGHTS 
 

• Fresnel lantern 

Fresnel lanterns use a special lens (Fresnel lens) to direct the light into a more focused light beam. The 

soft edges of its light beam cause soft shadows without creating distracting lines and patterns. This allows 

to partially overlap multiple Fresnel lanterns without having a noticeable break between the different 

beams of light. 

 

• Profile spots 

Profile spots, also known as ellipsoidal reflector spotlights, play a very important role in stage lighting. 

This type of lamp uses multiple lenses and their focal points to bundle the lights into a controlled beam. 

By changing the distance between the lenses, the diameter of the beam as well as the sharpness of its 

outline can be manipulated. With so called shutters, that cut off parts of the beam, also the shape of the 

beam can be adjusted from a circular shape into a square or any other simple shape. This very focused 

beam of light makes the use of Gobos possible. 

 

• Pebble Convex lanterns (PCs) 

In comparison to Plano Convex lanterns, this type of lantern uses a lens which has a pebble effect on its 

flat side creating a smother beam of light. By changing the distance between the light bulb and the lens 

the size of the beam can be adjusted. Further most PCs come with Barn doors to manipulate the beam of 

light by exiting the lamp. These doors can block off light which is going into directions where it is not 

wanted. 

 
  

Special effects 
 

• Gobo 

Gobos can be used in combination with very focused light like the light beam of profiles. Gobos are 

metallic cut-outs that are placed in the light beam. By blocking off part of the light it is possible to create 

various effects and patterns of light.  

 

• Gels 

Gels are foils used as light filters that come in a variety of different colours. Placed in front of a lamp only 

a certain wavelength of light can pass through.  

 



 

 17 

• Moving heads (directing light beams) 

Moving heads combine much of the previously mentioned technologies and special effects into a single 

device. Its role in theatres got quickly established during the versatility of moving heads. It is not only 

possible to remotely control the characteristics of the light beam but as well to remotely control the 

direction of the beam during a show. 

 

• Dimming 

Dimming means to change the intensity of a light. To dim a light the electrical power input gets lowered 

through a dimmer which is controlled by the light technician. It is important to note that not all lights are 

dimmable this way! This technology only works for incandescent lights where the electrical current is 

heating up a filament to the point where it starts to glow. LED lights for example will just turn off once the 

voltage drops under a certain amount. There is other technology to successfully dim LED lights as well as 

other types of lights. 

 

Different light temperatures 
 
Light can be created via multiple different ways. Light does not equal light though. Artificial light through 

different light sources emits light of different light spectrums. So again, does the light coming from the 

sun. I already mentioned the psychological effect of colour in the chapter of How we see colour. While 

those interpretations should be seen critically, the psychological effect of relative warmth and coolness of 

colour should not be ignored. While red light is commonly felt as warm light, blue light creates a much 

cooler atmosphere. But also, what we see as white light can be cold or warm. Light temperature is 

measured in Kevin (K). 

• We speak of warm white from 2000K to 3250 K 

• Neutral white from 3250K to 4500 

• Daylight white from 4500 to 8000K 

While incandescent light bulbs and halogen lamps can be found in a range from 2400K to 3400K, LED lights 

can be found in a much bigger variety from 2700K to 6000K.  

Light temperature has a big effect on the atmosphere and should be taken into consideration when 

choosing lights and colours for creating a scene. 
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CREATING PERFORMANCE 
 

Introduction 
 

Without light there would be darkness. Only through light we are able to see.  

“Light makes vision possible. The word light is connected etymologically to words such as enlightenment 

and insight, and light helps us to see. […] light moves between the visible and invisible. This is especially 

important in the theatre, where light can either obscure or reveal, veil or unveil.” (Albright, 2007) 

When creating the lighting we should start from the absence of light. Working with light can be considered 

painting on a black 3-dimensional canvas. We should ask ourselves where, what kind and why we want to 

add light. Be aware: “It is impossible to be on stage and see at the same time what see audience sees.” 

(Weert, 2017) 

In this chapter I will focus on how to work with light. What are key points someone must be aware off etc. 

The 5 factors of lighting (Intensity/Contrast, Atmosphere, Direction, Colour, Time/Speed) will be a rough 

guideline throughout this chapter and will be placed in a practical context, rather than just a theoretical 

one. 

 

CREATING THE LIGHTING 
 

 Different artists have different methods and ways of creating. The creation process itself can be influenced 

again by multiple factors. Concerning the lighting I want to distinguish between two different approaches. 

The first one being including the light in the initial concept and in the creation of the act as for example 

using practical lighting, meaning the use of stage props emitting light. The second one being adding the 

lighting after the act has been created to enhance aspects of the performance and to give it a visual finish. 

Depending on the method of creation it is either the light influencing the performance or the performance 

influencing the lighting. As always this is not a fixed rule but rather a guideline that can help to figure out 

the best lighting choices for a performance. Taking the first approach does not exclude using the second 

approach to round of the visual creation of the act. Independent of the approach there are certain aspects 

of lighting to be aware of.  

 

 What does the artist need to see? 
 

Especially circus artists need to analyse their risk areas. We must pose the question of “what do I need to 

see?” A juggler needs to be able to see their props in the air and the teeterboard jumper needs to see 

enough of his surrounding to orientate himself in space during his tricks. Most of the time we practice in 

well illuminated training halls that make us forget about this aspect. Too little as well as too much light from 
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certain directions can be dangerous for the artist. There are many ways to work around these problems 

such as working with up lighting as well as using indirect lighting. It is important to stay aware of those risk 

areas when creating the lighting for a performance. 

 

What does the audience need to see? 
 

What does the audience need to see, but as well what doesn’t the audience need to see? Visibility can be 

freely interpreted by the artist. “It is the amount of light needed for a moment of recognition deemed 

appropriate for that point in the action of the play.” (Smith & Parker, 1979) That can be a fully illuminated 

stage, but it can also be just the silhouette or only the dimly lit face of the performer via a flashlight. It is an 

artistic choice to decide to which extend the action should be visible. Each choice influences the audiences’ 

experience of the performance.  

 

DIRECTING THE AUDIENCES FOCUS/FRAMING THE ACTION 
 

As mentioned already in Laws of Attraction lighting can unconsciously guide the audience to look certain 

directions. As performers we can make use of that to bring attention to details of our performance that 

might stay unnoticed otherwise. With many stimulations on stage the audience can get lost in the action. 

What movies do with close up shots or zooming in, we can create on stage by lighting. Using contrast and 

the change of contrast as a tool for example it is possible to focus or widen the field of the audiences’ 

attention. When working with a hard contrast on stage for a longer period of time the human eye tends to 

get tired. Usually indirect light is added to the scene to soften the contrast avoiding making the audience 

tired. 

 

FRAMING THE STAGE/PLACING THE ACTION 
 

While framing the action tells the audience where to look, placing the action tells the audience where it 

takes place. Hereby the lighting becomes part of the scenography and can create a lot of the atmosphere 

of the scene. With the help of Gobos, it is possible to create a forest atmosphere or by using different 

Profiles illuminating squares on the stage floor to create multiple rooms where actions can happen. The 

possibilities reach as far as the creativity of the artist does. 

 

SETTING THE MOOD  
 

The mood of a scene determines much of the lighting. The main factors for creating a mood on stage are 

the intensity of light as well as the colour of light. But also, the direction and the light source play an 
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essential role in combination with the shadows they cast. A scene that is lit from the front of the stage from 

down to up will cast big shadows in the back of the stage, creating a rather dramatic or oppressive 

atmosphere and making the audience feel very small in comparison to the action on stage. Even in language 

we sometimes refer to light when we describe our mood. A dark mood describing a rather sad, and a light 

mood describing a more alive and happy situation. By setting a mood with lighting the inside emotions and 

inner state of the performer is amplified to the audience. Next to the performers own abilities of expression 

the scene design can take a supportive role to the performer. 

 

WORKING WITH COLOUR 
 

“Colours are the actions and sufferings of light in its contest with darkness.” (Goethe, 2007) 

Colour and its warmth or coolness can not only help to set a mood but can as well establish a theme in 

matter of scenography. We can use colour to go along with its common interpretations, but we can also 

within a performance give our own meaning to colour. We could colour-code different locations scenes 

take place in or characterize a certain colour with different attributes.  

There are multiple things to be aware of when working with coloured, including white, light on stage: 

• How does the lighting effect the appearance of the costume and skin of the performer? 

• To which extend does the fabric reflect or absorb the light? 

A blue costume for example will appear black under yellow light since yellow light doesn’t contain any blue 

that could be reflected of the fabric. The fabric independent of colour can affect the light as well. More 

fluffy fabrics will let light in but not out again, making the fabric look much darker. It is important to try out 

the costume under the performance lights as early as possible and to be aware how colour can change 

under different lights. 

 

DIRECTION OF LIGHT 
 

Depending from which direction something is lit, its visual appearance can change, and different attributes 

are highlighted. In the first place a distinction is made between direct and indirect lighting. Direct lighting 

has a more focused and directed beam of light casting harder shadows on the face of the performer for 

example, while indirect lighting diffuses the beam. Its intensity will be less focused and resulting in softer 

shadows.  

Frontlight 

Frontlighting makes the action on stage directly visible to the audience. The light is coming from the 

audiences’ perspective creating shadows that get covered by the objects that are creating them. Due to 

that the space loses its depth and appears flat to the audience.  

Toplight 
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Toplight illuminates the action from above. Depending on its use it can suggest an open atmosphere. As a 

dramatic tool a single toplight can put the focus on a defined spot on stage. A performer under lit from 

above will have shadows in his face and on his body creating sharp contours. 

Sidelight 

Like the toplight, sidelight will enhance body contours of the performer. Sidelight can separate the stage 

into front and back, therefore creating a strong sense of space and dimension. 

Backlight 

With the light source behind the performer the depths of the space becomes apparent. Shadows are thrown 

in the direction of the audience creating a strong visual effect. 

Different lighting directions get combined, angles are adapted, more directions get added. To create the 

visual of a scene one can get creative. These are only some standard lighting directions to show their 

functions on stage and how they contribute to the total experience of the visuality of a performance. 

NARRATIVE LIGHTING 
 

The lighting of a scene gives the audience an atmosphere, often a reflection of the emotional state of the 

performer. In a performance the emotional state as well as the atmosphere can develop and change. 

Changes of light can hereby get a narrative function in combination with its power to direct the audience’s 

attention. Slow fades and sharp changes of light can tell as much as the atmosphere of a scene and can be 

used to push the developing story on stage forwards. “Timing is of the essence for lighting to create the 

wanted effect and enhancing dynamics.” (Rietveld, 2017) While the well timed on and off of light can 

separate scenes and create images, quick intervals can give a faster feel to the action on stage. It is 

comparable to the use of cutting in cinema. Next to the performer, it is the cuts and fades visualizing the 

story or development of the performance. 
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WRITING A LIGHTING PLAN 
 

Introduction 
 

When performing in theatres the house technicians will most of the times request a lighting plan for the 

performance, so they can prepare themselves and make the rehearsals before the show more efficient. This 

chapter will tell what a lighting plan is and what kind of information it should contain, finishing off with a 

practical checklist for a good lighting plan. 

What is a lighting plan and what should be in it? 
 

The purpose of a lighting plan is to communicate the light setting created by the performer and/or by the 

light designer to the light technician. “A good lighting plan describes all the information needed to (re-) 

produce the stage lighting of a performance.” (Weert, 2017) The earlier mentioned 5 categories of 

“Time/Speed”, “Direction”, “Colour”, “Atmosphere” and “Intensity/Contrast” can help to structure the 

plan. Writing a lighting plan does not only help the light technician, but can also be used as a reflective tool 

for the artist. It forces the artist to think about their lighting and to make conscious choices. 

Important to explain in the lighting plan are as well the lighting ques. Especially in the field of circus many 

light technicians need more than just a description of the que. The name of a trick or shape might be a clear 

indication for other circus people, but for people outside of the field those indications are not very helpful. 

It helps to add drawings or photographs to the lighting plan to clarify those ques for light changes. 

A professional light plan also contains an overview of the lighting equipment being used. While most 

theatres have a big arsenal of equipment, many events hire lighting companies for their shows. In those 

cases, they need to know beforehand what kind of equipment is necessary for the performance.  

Most light technicians will appreciate it to receive the lighting plan some days in advance. Like that he has 

a chance to figure out how to create the effects with the equipment he has available. That way the artists’ 

wishes can be realized, and problems can be solved early on. 

The artist must be aware that the lighting plan will be in most cases more a guideline for how the lighting 

will be rather than a fixed paper. A lighting must always be fitted to the space and different spaces have 

different possibilities. A simple lighting has higher chances to be perfectly recreated than a more complex 

one. An artist must stay flexible and must be able to adapt to the situation.  
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Checklist 
 

The ideal lighting plan should contain all of the following information: 

✓ List of the lighting equipment and special effects that are needed. 

✓ Floorplan of the performance concerning which spaces need to be lit. 

✓ Descriptions of each scene.  

o What atmosphere does the scene have? 

o What colours does the scene use? 

o Which are the directions the light is coming from? 

o How intense is the light? 

✓ Description of lighting ques. 

Make sure that the ques are clear for the light technician. Pictures of key moments are often 

easier to understand than written text. 

A professional lighting plan can save you a lot of time in light rehearsals and gives you more time take 

care of other things to guarantee a good performance. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

A good lighting can’t turn a bad act into a good one, but a good act with good lighting can become 

something magical.  

“Lighting is the photoshop of the scene. […] The lights improve everything. Not only a scene but a house, a 

park, a street. It can even improve a day or a life.” (Morales, 2017) 

Lighting plays an undeniable role for stage performances. It illuminates the action and makes visual 

experience possible. Lighting can be a big tool and has the possibility to express a lot. It is up to the individual 

artist to define how much they want to express with lighting, but as well with music and their own abilities 

as performer. While we can carry music along with us from one performance to the other on a USB-Stick, 

we usually depend on the lighting equipment at the various performance locations. We should always keep 

in mind that if we base big parts of our performance on the lighting, the performance will be very different 

in less equipped locations. If we have the possibilities though of a theatre with a broad range of different 

lights and possibilities to place them, then we should consider the possibilities we have to enhance our 

performance. While on a small stage with the audience close by our facial expressions and movement 

qualities are enough, they can disappear when the audience sits 50 meters or more away from you in a big 

theatre. Lighting can compensate for this loss of information to the audience by creating a different visual 

to the performance. 

Performance can be structured into the categories: 

• Auditory 

o Everything we hear during a performance from the music to the coughing of the person 

next to you, influenced by the acoustics of the space. 

 

• Action 

o The actions happening on stage/the performance space. For Circus the actions taken by 

the performer/s and his/her movements and the quality of those movements. 

 

• Visually/Lighting 

o The play between what we can and cannot see of the action, as well as the kind of light it 

is being placed in. 

 

Going deeper into the category of “Visually/Lighting” 5 factors get apparent that influence the appearance 

of the performance: 

• Time/Speed 

• Direction 

• Intensity/Contrast 

• Colour 

• Atmosphere 
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Each factor must be looked at in relation to the others. As the total they can define the visual of a 

performance and how the audience is going to perceive the piece. The weight an artist wants to give to the 

lighting and to which extend the artist wants to make use of it expressively stays open. It is important to be 

aware though that lighting has a lot of power and that each lighting choice has consequences for the further 

perception of a performance. 

If you want to learn more about the use of light and what it can do, then go out and watch shows. Look at 

how they use lighting and feel how it shapes your experience and how it changes the aesthetics of the 

performance. But lighting is not only used on stage. The movie industry, photographers as well as painters 

are working in one way or the other with lighting and the use of colour.  

I read many books about lighting to write this paper. Though I learned a lot about the technical aspects to 

lighting and light design, I believe that for me as an artist the biggest source of knowledge is observing the 

work of other artists and how they use lights. As artists we are creators, but we should also try to become 

good observers to push our own art further.  
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